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“So what do I do if we get separated?” 

Lloyd, Mark’s boss, grunted as he adjusted the fitting of his helmet to his suit: “Ideally we find 
each other again before midnight, or the ship will automatically leave without us.” 

Mark swallowed nervously, looking out the ship’s window as they started to land on the 
abandoned planet. A snowstorm was raging, the winds screaming outside the rusting metal hull of the 
Company ship as Mark traced the path that had been drilled into his brain—the ship dock to the house 
ruins, the house ruins to the third lamp, straight from the third lamp, up the hill, to the abandoned mansion 
doors they’ll be rummaging through for the next 16 hours. 

“And how will we find each other? It’s dark in there, right?” 

“Walkie talkie,” Bob, Mark’s other teammate, chimed in with one of said talkies in hand—’or by 
yellin’ real loud. But some things can copy your voice, so be careful about that.” 

“They’re rare though,” Lloyd called back, affixing a walkie-talkie and a flashlight to his vest, “so 
don’t worry about it. Just come towards where you can hear us if you get lost. We’re both veterans at this, 
so we’ll make sure you get through your first shift.” 

Bob handed Mark his own talkie and flashlight, a hand straying up to check the seal on Mark’s 
helmet with a mutter, “Make sure you don’t take this helmet off—it might look like it’s snowing out here, 
but the pressure is different. If this seal breaks your head will pop like a grape—quick way to die, if you 
want that sort of thing.” 

“Thanks for the image, real pleasant,” Mark grumbled back, gloved hands attaching his 
equipment and head turning towards the ship doors, which creaked open and let in a blast of cold air, “is it 


at least painless?” Just as a quick example of what i might try /shrug: 


“Thanks for the image, real pleasant.” 

Mark attached.. “There are worse ways to die,” Bob laughed, “Eaten, ripped to shreds, left to rot 
in a hallway—compared to that, the helmet ain’t so bad.” 

Lloyd had already started walking out of the ship, the sound of his boots crunching on the snow 
signaling to Mark and Bob that the time to disembark was now. Bob patted Mark on the back, already 
setting off after their boss with a whoop of spirited joy, leaving Mark on the ship to quickly gather his 
nerves—tresolutely ignoring the paranoia of extra footsteps crunching in the snow as he walked, the 
worries of eyes burrowing into the back of his neck. This was an abandoned planet, and he had a job to 


do. 
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The ship dock to the house ruins. The house ruins to the third lamp. Straight from the lamp, up 
the hill, to the doors of the abandoned mansion that had no windows and no other doors but this one. 
Mark’s training had been clear: go in, get as many items of value that his arms could carry, get back out 
and onto the ship before midnight. 

It would be easy enough, as long as they had a good stroke of luck. 


The inside of the mansion was bigger than he’d thought it would be, its wooden floors echoing 
their footsteps with creaks and moans as Mark followed behind Bob. His job was to be the light—to shine 
his flashlight down the hallways and ration their shitty battery as best as he could. His hands were sweaty 
even through the gloves, every creak of the floor beneath them causing him to jump and look reflexively 
over his shoulder, even as Bob reassured him otherwise. 

“This planet’s been abandoned for a while, nobody from the company has touched down in 
forever,” 

Bob hummed, kneeling down over a heap of trash found in the corner of a hallway to sort through 
for anything of value, “and the temperatures are so low nothing could survive outside for long.” 

“Well, what if they came inside? This is the only structure for miles.” 

“Then we’d see signs of ‘em, wouldn’t we? But there’s nothing here—not for them,” Bob huffed, 
standing up from the pile and wiping his gloves off on his suit’s knees, “and clearly nothing here for us. 
Hopefully Lloyd is finding something down the other wing.” 

Mark took a deep breath as he tried to relax, taking Bob’s words to heart and trusting the veteran’s 
logic: there was nothing here but the three of them. He raised his hand to the radio on his chest, the 
crackle filling the dark silence as he spoke into it: 

“Any luck on your side Lloyd? Over.” 

The talkie crackled for a moment as Bob set off down another hallway and Mark walked behind, 
taking solace in the cheerful humming and allowing his gaze to trail along the walls and their peeling 
reddish-brown wallpaper. There were slight patterns in it, oddly swirling and stained with long cuts etched 
in like it had been clawed and scratched. Mark’s brows furrowed the longer he looked, an odd feeling 
starting to come over as his brain tried to piece together where the wallpaper ended and the wall beneath 
showed when the crackle of the talkie broke his concentration. 

“Nothing much, lots of trash and books but no scrap of value. We’re having a real bad stroke of 
luck, aren’t we? Over.” Lloyd’s voice sounded out, irritated but not worried from what Mark could parse. 
Mark resumed walking down the hall, steps quickened when he realized that Bob had outpaced him while 


he had been distracted, too far away for Mark to hear his humming. 
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“Seems like it,” Bob’s voice crackled over the radio, confirming Mark’s suspicions as he realized 
that he couldn’t hear the man’s voice down the halls near him, “hey Mark, can you come in here? I need 
your help, it's real dark over here. Over.” 

Mark swallowed, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath as he quelled the panic clawing up his 
throat. They had prepared for this. He just needed to listen for and follow their voices. 

“T think I fell a bit behind you Bob, can you stop and call for me? Over.” Mark asked, relieved to 
receive a “No problem,” and not ridicule as he turned off his talkie and stopped walking to listen intently. 
Without the comforting crackle of the talkie and Bob’s hums, all that greeted Mark’s ears were the sound 
of his own breathing and the creaking of the floorboards, eerily sounding like footsteps behind him but, 
by all logic, was just the house resettling with the raging storm outside. 

Not hearing any calls, Mark flipped his talkie back on: “Can’t hear you at all, you must’ve really 
gotten ahead of me. Over.” 

“Seriously? I swear you had just been right behind me—just keep going straight down the hall, I 
didn’t make any turns. Over.” Bob’s voice responded over the talkie, and Mark nodded to himself as he 
started forwards. The hall kept going, on and on with the same bare and peeling wallpaper as Mark craned 
his ears for any hint of Bob’s voice. 

After walking for a bit and still hearing nothing, Mark stopped again: not wanting to get much 
further and pass the other man completely. His hands traveled back down to the talkie, pressing the button 
and readying to speak when the static started to screech, Lloyd’s voice screaming out from the tiny box. 

“Bob! Bob, we’ve got a problem! Tell Mark there’s three—!” 

The talkie cut off sharply, the static roaring for a moment before cutting to silence as Mark’s 
hands trembled, shaking from the terror so evident in the usually-calm man’s voice. Breaking his 
hesitation, Mark’s pace started to pick up again as he pressed the button. 

“Lloyd? Lloyd, what's wrong? Three of what? Over.” 

Silence met him, Mark’s eyes starting to dart desperately down the hall as he shined his flashlight 
and strained to hear any sign of Bob’s voice. The light was starting to flicker, the battery symbol on the 
side already halfway drained as Mark cursed and hit the talkie’s button again. 

“Bob! Bob where the fuck did you go? There’s something wrong, we need to get out and back to 
the ship—Over.” 

The crackle of the talkie was all that met him, Mark gritting his teeth as he leaned against the wall 
to catch his breath and listen intently once again. His training had been thorough, he just needed to find 
Bob and together they would find Lloyd and get the hell out of here—leave this mansion and its 
impossibly long hallways behind for whatever the fuck still lived here. To Mark’s relief, after a moment 


of catching his breath, his ears picked up a relieving sound down one of the side halls next to him. 
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“Mark? Mark—can you come in here?” 

“Bob!” Mark called back, surging forward and swinging down the hall as he headed towards the 
echo, “Bob, I’m over here! Coming towards you now!” 

Mark’s footsteps echoed as he raced down the hall, popping his head in every door as he searched 
and listened for any more callouts. He could start to hear Bob’s humming again, echoing and slightly 
jilted as he grew closer until Mark had followed it into a large, empty kitchen area. 

“Bob? Bob, are you in here?” Mark swung his flashlight around the room, tracing the corners and 
the walls to try and make it easier to search the room: “Lloyd sounded real bad, we should head back and 
help him get back—” 

“I need your help” Bob’s voice called back, making Mark pause as he realized it had to be from 
the same room he was currently in. It was in the corner behind his back by the doorway, but when he 
turned around to look for the voice’s owner he was met with nothing but the same red wallpaper and 
wooden floor. His flashlight traced along the wall, pausing when he came to one of those strange splotchy 
stains that had caught his attention earlier—it trailed down to the baseboard, staining the wood beneath it 
the same reddish-brown. 

“..Bob?” Mark whispered, his eyes now seeing scratches and lines in the wood that seemed to 
pull themselves across the threshold he had just stepped over and back behind a counter to his right. His 
hands shook as the flickering beam of light rose to the counter, his feet frozen to the floor even as the 
wood seemed to creak with unseen footsteps coming closer. 

“Bob, are you...are you in here?” Mark called, the silence and stillness greeting him back as 
chills started crawling down his spine. 

“there s nothing here” Bob’s voice whispered back, closer than it should be. Closer than it 
could’ ve been without Mark being able to see and hear him approaching. Mark seized at the voice, body 
finally moving as he lurched forward towards the countertop and finally looked to see what was behind it. 

Bob’s suit was torn in two, long clawed marks having ripped into the man’s stomach and allowing 
his insides to spill out beneath him. One arm was up, limply clutching at the seal of his neck where no 
head was present, the helmet having rolled slightly away from the body and the brain matter splattered up 
the counter and even onto the back wall. 

Mark felt bile well up in his throat as he stared, only held back by the pure terror freezing his 
body as Bob’s voice spoke out from behind him. 

“__Eaten, ripped to shreds, left to rot in a hallway — There are worse ways to die” 

Instincts finally took over, limbs seizing with adrenaline as Mark turned tail and scrambled out of 


the room. He swung around the corner, tumbling back into the hall and starting to sprint back down the 
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way they came—not stopping for a moment, even as the sounds of footsteps doubled, the creaking wood 
behind him growing closer impossibly fast. 

Mark traced their steps back quickly, turning down corners and avoiding the dead ends as his 
memory recalled the way back to the front door. Left, Right, Straight, through the left door, down the 
stairs, through the door on the right. He crashed through the final door, barely pausing to recognize he 
was back in the mansion’s main room before his eyes caught sight of the barest splash of fresh blood 
oozing out from beneath the door leading to the other wing—where Lloyd had separated from them at the 
beginning, with the promise of meeting up with them to sweep the rest of the mansion later. 

The footsteps behind him had stopped at the same time he had, seemingly determined to hide in 
his echo as Mark caught his breath and stumbled to the front door, his brain reeling and terrified when 
Lloyd’s voice met him from behind the door. 

“We've got a problem—Mark—we ve got a problem”’ 

Bob’s laughter joined in with the echo, mockingly joyous and echoing through the large room as 


Mark made a panicked rush towards the front door, crashing through to the raging snowstorm outside. 


Stumble down the hill to the third lamp, who’s light flickers in the dark to the same pattern as the 
screeching static from the talkie on your chest. Trudge through the snow to the house ruins, who’s 
wooden skeleton mocks you for thinking you could stay out in the biting winds and come back in with 
flesh still on your bones. Try and fail to ignore the two sets of footsteps following you through the snow 
faster than you can get away from them as you make your way back to the ship dock. Stumble and lose 
your footing while staring at the rusted metal ship just slightly out of reach, its engines starting to warm 
up and the flashing warning of its imminent departure appearing in your visor alongside a reminder of the 


current time: 11:55 pm. 


The footsteps stopped just behind him when Mark crumpled to the snow beneath, mockingly 
silent as he heaved for air and shivered from the cold. He rolled over slowly, the seconds counting down 
in his head before the ship would leave without him as he peered through the raging snow. The two things 
that had been following him were barely visible, the snow revealing their figures as the wind whipped 
around them—two tall, gangling things that peered down at him, seemingly waiting for him to move or 
look away. 

Mark’s brain raced for solutions, staring up as he tried to drag himself backwards—he just needed 
to get on the ship. He would pull himself up the ladder and shut the heavy metal doors behind him and 
leave this and the corpses of his teammates behind to freeze in the snow. His hopes, however, were 


dashed as the back of his head smacked into a pair of legs standing in the snow behind him. Mark went 
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still, eyes flicking between the two figures that stared at him through the snow as finally he thought to 
count. 

Two. There were only two of them in front of him. 

“So what do I do if we get separated?” Mark’s own voice called out from over top of his head, 
Mark resolutely not looking away from the two creatures standing ahead of him even at the sound of the 
ship’s engines firing and starting to pull away from the ground behind him. A message popped up on his 
visor, informing him that due to company policy the ship was returning to orbit without him, leaving 
anybody not on board behind. 

The silence after the ship left was deafening, the howling wind and the crackle of Mark’s talkie 
alone as he refused to break eye contact. But he knew it was too late—there was nothing he could do. 

“We’re having a real bad stroke of luck, arent we?” Lloyd’s voice spoke out, its figure not 
moving even as the wind and snow tore at it. Mark’s hand started to reach up, bracing as the legs behind 
him seemed to start to ever-so-slightly move. 

“The helmet aint so bad—” whispered Bob, the figure’s head tilting as Mark’s stiff fingers found 
purchase on the seal, shaking as he prepared to pry against the air-tight rubber, “—there are worse ways to 
die.” 

Mark breathed out a final breath, closing his eyes and apologizing silently to his teammates as 
they towered over him. Footsteps coming closer bid him to open his eyes again, the two figures now 
directly over top of him, shielding him from the snow but not allowing him to see much else. 

“like a grape, right Bob?” Mark whispered, unable to help but chuckle when the figure 
responded above him. 

“if you want that sort of thing.” 

Mark gritted his teeth, whispering out a final “Fuck you” as his fingers clenched—breaking the 
seal of his helmet, hoping that he was lucky enough for Bob to be right this time. 


